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Praise for Making Waves


“What glass ceiling? Lisa Lutoff-Perlo has disrupted an international industry with her vision and ability to break down barriers in pursuit of inclusion and humanity. The way she moves through the world with this singular focus is inspirational and precisely the example of the leadership necessary in any business. Frankly, I’m in awe of her.”


—Nate Berkus, American Interior Designer, TV Personality


“When you think about navigating success, you go to the master of the industry and there is no one quite like Lisa Lutoff-Perlo. Her strength is taking leadership well beyond the norm with a unique combination of wit, vulnerability, and compassion. She set a course for success from the moment she took command and continues to make waves by paying it forward with grace, empathy, determination, and a passion for people.”


—Captain Kate McCue, Celebrity Cruises


“Lisa Lutoff-Perlo is exactly the person you want to follow. I personally witnessed Lisa during my time on board one of her ships and I could see she had her heart invested with her employees from the cleaners to the bridge team. Lisa worked her way up to become CEO and it’s clear she was called to lead because of her actions, her heart, and her vision. I will now use her leadership tips on board the vessels I run. Thank you, Lisa, for parting the seas for women at the helm.”


—Captain Sandy Yawn, World-Renowned Captain, Author, International Speaker, and Businesswoman


“Lisa Lutoff-Perlo is a trailblazer who has made extraordinary waves for women, myself included. She has shown us that transforming an industry and centering diversity, equity, and inclusion is not only possible but can be done with grace. Her story of bravery and resilience makes this a must-read.”


—Reshma Saujani, Founder and CEO, Moms First and Founder, Girls Who Code


“When I first met Lisa, I remember walking away feeling energized and excited. But it wasn’t just the design and the challenge; it was having a feeling in my stomach that this was a woman who would take risks, break the mold, and transform an industry. Lisa has the ability to allow you to use your creativity without boundaries and take risks, and that is rare today.”


—Kelly Hoppen, CBE, Award-Winning International Designer


“In Making Waves, Lisa challenges conventional notions of leadership and guides her team to the edge, where trust and empathy are fundamental. By fostering an environment of open communication and psychological safety, she cultivates a stronger bond among team members. Lisa’s transformative leadership inspires others to redefine their approach. This book is the new standard in leadership . . . another first among many for a once-in-a-generation leader.”


—Anthony Melchiorri, President, Argeo Hospitality


“In Making Waves, Lisa Lutoff-Perlo shares exactly what it takes to crash glass, cement, and bamboo ceilings! This book is a powerful resource for women of all races, cultures, and backgrounds seeking development and improved performance, and ways they, too, can find their superpower and soar in their careers.”


—Dr. Sheila Robinson, Publisher and CEO, Diversity Woman Media


“With humor, self-awareness, authenticity, and amazing storytelling, Lisa charts a path for all of us to become the leaders we are capable of becoming.”


—Cindy Solomon, CEO, The Courageous Leadership Institute


“Lisa Lutoff-Perlo has legendary status in the travel industry for forging a path for women into senior roles in a traditionally male-dominated industry. A trailblazing, determined, and visionary leader, Lutoff-Perlo’s story will inspire and empower other women to follow their dreams, never losing their authenticity or compassion for others. She writes with honesty, integrity, warmth, and passion about her career, her values, and the obstacles she faced on her journey to the top. Every young woman with aspirations should read this book.”


—Lucy Huxley, Editor-in-Chief, Travel Weekly UK


“Lisa Lutoff-Perlo is not only inspirational but aspirational, both as a person and a leader. From her humble beginnings growing up playing in the seas of Boston to navigating previously uncharted waters in so many ways, Lisa is the example of hard work, determination, family-first mentality, and vision coming to fruition. CEOs change their organizations, often in reaction to daily events. As CEO of Celebrity, Lisa not only changed today but tomorrow and beyond.”


—Dr. Jacqueline A. Travisano, Executive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer, Wake Forest University


“Lisa Lutoff-Perlo is one of the most transformative leaders of the 21st century, and this book serves as a beacon of inspiration and a testament to the indomitable human spirit. Making Waves encapsulates the essence of courage, transformation, innovation, and the steadfast belief in creating opportunities for those who deserve them.”


—John Wensveen, Chief Innovation Officer, Nova Southeastern University and Executive Director, Alan B. Levan | NSU Broward Center of Innovation


“Lisa has extraordinary vision to see what others don’t. And what makes that gift even more magical is how she understands the power and the importance of culture to lead and inspire an entire organization toward achieving what many can’t even dream.”


—Susan Bonner, Chief Commercial Officer, OneSpaWorld


“Making Waves is a must-read for anyone that aspires for leadership, especially women. Lisa Lutoff-Perlo shares heartfelt personal stories, hard-earned lessons learned, and extraordinary perseverance on every page. She combines an expansive vision, a keen sense of how to delight customers, and an eagerness to roll up her sleeves to get things done as a team. It’s no surprise that Lisa is beloved for her all too rare, yet much needed, ability to take care and take charge. She is a role model of walking the talk as seen in her advocacy of women and underrepresented people. She does it all with authentic confidence, humility, and humor. Highly recommend!”


—Ellen Connelly Taaffe, Author, The Mirrored Door; Director, Women’s Leadership Program and Clinical Associate Professor, Kellogg School of Management; Board Director, AARP Services, Inc.; and former Fortune 500 Executive


“The trajectory of Lisa Lutoff-Perlo’s career represents an uncommonly rapid ascension—marked by industry revolution and transformational success. Her consistency in exceeding performance measures while maintaining winning cultures is attributable to her steadfast commitment to, and investment in, best-in-class strategic planning, cross-functional professional development, and authentic leadership. Making Waves tells the story of what it takes to be the best—and how to do it the right way—while capturing the contagious spirit of one of the most dynamic and influential leaders of our time.”


—Dr. Jason Wingard, former President, Temple University; Executive Chairman, The Education Board, Inc.; and Author, The College Devaluation Crisis


“I’ve always believed human connection is a key responsibility of leaders, especially in an era where too often our attention is monopolized and monetized through fear and divisiveness. Lisa has exercised the kind of open-hearted leadership that not only positively affected all those whose lives have been enriched by her, but that serves as a model for future leaders. Dr. Bréne Brown says, ‘Dare to lead,’ and we’re all the more grateful that Lisa did.”


—Matthew D. Upchurch, CTC and CEO, Virtuoso


“Making Waves is a powerful story of courage and perseverance. Lutoff-Perlo’s experiences and wisdom shared in this book will empower women and men to navigate their own paths to success while staying true to themselves.”


—Can Faik, Award-Winning Journalist and Cofounder, Global Hospitality Talk
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To Sophia and Jillian


You are my hope and inspiration










FOREWORD



Bob Sullivan


As a media executive in the travel industry for several decades, I’ve had a privileged perch from which to observe its development and meet the people who have shaped the way that consumers enjoy vacations. But in addition to the travel news—new leisure products, innovations, and trends—I’ve watched how the industry has also reflected society writ large, whether its changes in how upcoming generations travel differently from their parents or how companies within the industry have reacted to calls for more diversity and inclusion.


And part of what I love about my job is getting to know great leaders like Lisa Lutoff-Perlo.


I’ve had a front row seat to Lisa’s career. When I was introduced to her three decades ago, she was a sales manager at Royal Caribbean International, and I was immediately struck by her boundless energy, quick wit, and pursuit of excellence—but perhaps most of all by the way she interacted with everyone she encountered, whether it was an executive higher up the chain or staff that she managed. She connected with everyone. I thought at the time that she clearly had the makings of a great leader.


The industry is filled with tremendously talented leaders. And it’s very fulfilling to see when talent is recognized and someone like Lisa rises to great success. She has earned it every step of the way with a unique combination of strengths: determination, intellectual curiosity, and, importantly, a commitment to support everyone on her team. Her pursuit of excellence, her courage to tackle challenges, and her resolve to make difficult decisions has made her a core architect of the industry.


Importantly, she has used her position to challenge the status quo, from ship design to gender inequality and lack of diversity and inclusion.


While her impact on the industry is undeniable, she continues to blossom as her career moves from strength to strength. The traits that are the foundation of her success continue to grow, and her imprint on the cruise industry will continue to deepen. I have no doubt her legacy will continue to reverberate long after her career is over—she has truly helped make the travel industry a better place for everyone.


Today, I’m honored to call Lisa a friend, and I’m so glad to have the opportunity to put my observations of her career in print. When I was thinking about how to describe Lisa, I came up with the following list of adjectives: dynamic, courageous, fearless, soulful, impactful, authentic, passionate, innovative, collaborative, creative, elegant, purposeful, intentional, agile, resolved, persistent, driven, clear, adaptable, resilient, inclusive, kind, risk-taking, sincere, genuine, relentless, stylish, tireless, committed, and unique. She is tireless in striving to help humanity as she continues to raise the bar and make those around her better with her infectious spirit.


And how fortunate we all are that she has written a book laying out her approach.


As you read it, you’re going to see a lot of what I saw when I met Lisa in person: courage, vision, transparency, and heart. She is the type of leader who listens carefully and, without ego, has the analytical skills to dissect issues, challenges, and opportunities and to come out on the other side with the best decision to move forward.


Her candor inspires everyone around her, and she inspires everyone she connects with to do their best, if for no other reason than they don’t want to let her down. And she doesn’t want to let you down, either. As a visionary, she could just require others to simply follow, but with Lisa, it’s a two-way street: she’s going to do everything she can to help everyone around her achieve success.


Even during the difficult pandemic years, when the US cruise industry was completely shut down, Lisa delivered a groundbreaking new family of ships. And when, with the death of her sister, tragedy struck her personally, she showed remarkable courage.


Lisa is a truly great leader. And in this no-holds-barred book, she presents ways we can all become better leaders.


The industry is coming out of its most challenging era. The stakes have never been higher to get the recovery right. Knowing Lisa as a leader and a person, I know she will bring her team, and the industry, to a better place.


So, get ready to enjoy an incredible book on leadership by a truly great leader. She is a powerful person we will not only want to read about but also to emulate.


Robert G. Sullivan


Chief Commercial Officer/President


Northstar Travel Group










OPENING



A Letter from Lisa


Dear Sophia & Jillian,


I’d never considered writing a book. It was the furthest thing from my mind. I never thought I had an interesting enough story to tell or that anyone would want to read it.


As the first woman president and CEO of a brand in our company and one of the very first in our industry, I’ve had the chance to speak to many girls, young women, women, and men about my journey. I have also had many conversations with professional women who have asked me how I navigated my career and to tell them about the lessons I learned along the way.


And the response I got from so many of those conversations was, “You need to write a book!” After I heard that so many times, I decided maybe I should think about it.


A big part of my motivation was the two of you. I think you know how important and special you are to Auntie. You are now grown women charting your own course and your own future, and I watch you every day with such pride and optimism for all that you will do and become. I will never forget the text your mom sent to me one morning with a quote she had just seen: “Teach your daughters more about shattering the glass ceiling and less about fitting into the glass slipper.” She then said, “Thanks to you, my girls know all about shattering the glass ceiling.” It touched me deeply. And I have never forgotten it. It’s one of the main reasons I ended up, once again in my career, in this place where I never thought I would be: writing a book.


Making Waves is not just about my journey. Sure, it’s been a wonderful and rewarding journey that I share throughout the book. It’s also been a long and winding road—not without its challenges along the way—but I wouldn’t trade it for anything. I started at the bottom and, after thirty years, I finally made it to the top. I worked hard and smart. I paid my dues and earned every promotion and opportunity I got along the way. Making Waves is all about the lessons I’ve learned on this incredible journey that’s helped me become successful (when the odds might have been against me), a better leader, and a better person.


It’s about taking chances. Taking risks. Not knowing where those chances and risks might take you but learning to embrace them and enjoy the ride. It’s about never giving up despite the roadblocks you might run into time and time again. It’s about being great at what you do but realizing you can’t do anything alone and without help. And it’s about showing vulnerability and proving skeptics wrong as you encounter them along the way.


It’s about being in the moment and enjoying and embracing what’s in front of you. And it’s about doing it with passion, integrity, and positivity—even when that is really difficult.


My hope is that you, and all of the readers, will not only learn a bit more about me and my almost forty-year career but also be inspired by some of the lessons I’ve learned and find them useful as you navigate your own beautiful journeys. I love you both. Deeply.


Love, Auntie
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Sailing Through the Storm


“Never let a good crisis go to waste.”


[image: image]


Winston Churchill


It was March 8, 2020, the high point of my career and my tenure as president and CEO of Celebrity Cruises. Celebrity Edge, the first of five ships in our Edge Series, was launched to critical acclaim in late 2018, and Celebrity had just come off its most successful year in its history. We had won numerous industry and consumer awards and had the best financial performance in the history of the brand. Our guests and employees were happier than they had ever been with historic satisfaction and engagement scores, we were getting ready to take delivery of Celebrity Apex in just a few weeks, and I was embarking on the Celebrity Edge to sail on our history-making and barrier-breaking International Women’s Day cruise.


There I was on the bridge of Celebrity Edge. On the surface, it looked like any other day at the navigational hub of the ship. Officers prepared to depart from port. The captain presided over maneuvering the bow thrusters and Azipods that manipulate its movements. Deck officers kept eagle eyes on the forward, aft, port, and starboard parts of the ship, watching as the moorings were released, keeping in close contact with other officers located throughout the ship. Everyone had a job. All were focused. All worked as a team with amazing precision, each officer knowing the responsibilities required of him. Or, in this historic case, her.


This was the culmination of many years of working with my amazing male colleagues and focusing with purpose and intention on balancing the gender makeup of our marine teams on board our ships.


So there we were with Captain Kate McCue, the first (and still only) American woman to helm a mega cruise ship, whose dreams of a career at sea started at the age of twelve and whose first maritime assignment was a stint working a Chiquita Brands International cargo ship, transporting bananas from Ecuador to California. There was the chief security officer, Mor “Mia” Segev, who also serves with the Israel Defense Forces’ active reserve. Staff Captain Maria Gotor was a practicing attorney in Spain for many years prior to following her passion for being at sea. All told, our bridge crew of twenty-seven women represented sixteen different countries, including Finland, England, Bulgaria, and the Philippines. I watched them all with great pride and admiration.


A couple of days after the ship departed from port, I made my way into the Grand Plaza, the center and heartbeat of the ship, where 1,500 guests were gathering to celebrate. Milana Dortangs, our associate hotel director, was playing Van Halen on a purple electric guitar, the color of International Women’s Day—today, I have that guitar hanging in my office. Captain Kate, the master of the vessel, was mixing and pouring martinis.


These women are not typical, stodgy leaders. They are talented, accomplished professionals who not only take their jobs seriously but also readily and joyfully show their humanity and have fun with our guests and their crew. And they in no way believe that minimizes the importance of who they are or what they do. Now that’s just cool.


And the vibe was electric because our guests—some of whom had booked the cruise because of our celebration of International Women’s Day, and others who’d had no idea—were responding with joy. The ship was vibrating with great energy. In that moment, it occurred to me that we’d made more progress than even I’d realized along every dimension of our brand. I just stood there and soaked it all in.


It was a special moment among many in my career that I will never forget. I will always remember the sense of pride I felt at that time. I was leading an amazingly successful brand and was part of creating a diverse and wonderful culture that our guests and crew members were also excited and proud to be a part of.


I remember thinking that, if I were to walk away the next day, this moment could be the mic drop. I was on a real high and riding a wave of joy—and I had no idea what kind of storm I would shortly head into.


A Rogue Wave Hits


In the weeks leading up to the day I embarked on Celebrity Edge for the International Women’s Day cruise, COVID-19 was becoming more and more of a global concern, although no one truly understood the magnitude of it at the time. Three days into the cruise, I left the ship to go back to the office. In the short time I was aboard, the pandemic began ravaging the world, infecting people in a way so brutal that no one really knew what the extent of it was truly going to be.


I arrived back in Miami on a Wednesday night, went to the office on Thursday and Friday, and then went home for the weekend. On March 13, 2020, we announced our shutdown of US operations in line with the CDC order on the same day. On the next day, March 14, 2020, we announced a global suspension of our operations. Our company and the industry halted cruising.


By that point, we’d already been managing significant disruption due to COVID-19. Some ports, learning of infected guests aboard ships around the world, refused to allow those ships to dock. Cruises were canceled and itineraries were altered, beginning with Asia and expanding beyond. Guests and crew testing positive for the virus on board were quarantined.


The global suspension of cruise travel rapidly took the pandemic’s impact on our industry to an even more complicated level. And that meant our work, the biggest challenge we’ve ever faced both as an industry and as individual brands, was only just beginning. As a result of the global suspension, my executive team at Celebrity and the entire executive team of the company pivoted from managing our day-to-day business and operations to focusing on getting ships into ports, debarking guests, and arranging flights to get them home safely.


The complexity only increased as countries and airlines shut down, refusing to allow their own citizens back to their homes. Ultimately, it took us until July to get our last guests home. During this same period, we were also navigating constantly changing regulations to repatriate twenty thousand crew members. It took us until August to get our last crew member home.


That first voluntary suspension lasted thirty days. All thirteen of our cruise ships, and over sixty of our company’s ships, sailing itineraries in regions including the Galapagos, the Caribbean, South America, Asia, and Australia, immediately halted voyages. As a global company, we were navigating and negotiating with governmental regulations and different health authorities and protocols in more than sixty-five countries.


On top of this, two of our newest ships that were in various stages of construction at a shipyard in France were either ready to be delivered—and now had nowhere to go—or were facing construction delays, disruptions, and the implementation of many new protocols.


The pandemic not only required everything I knew and had accomplished to navigate my way through, but it also tested every leadership skill and value I had ever developed. But quitting was not an option. The words of legendary NFL quarterback Tom Brady (the GOAT) resonated with me every step of the way: “I didn’t come this far to only come this far.” I had to keep going.


While all of this was devastating, we still thought our operational pause would only last a couple of months and that we would be sailing again in June. Little did I know that it would be fifteen months before one of our ships would again sail out of a US port.


A Test Beyond All Tests


Focusing on these famous, inspiring words of Winston Churchill, keep going I did.


The shutdown was a profound test of my team’s commitment, fortitude, and morale. There they were, working the hardest they’d ever worked, in uncharted territory within an industry that was simply closed for business. The day-to-day rewards of our jobs—seeing and hearing from happy guests, delivering award-winning vacations and experiences, and hosting memorable celebrations—had evaporated.


Small bubbles of optimism were continually burst by the sobering news of the day: the surges, the case counts, the latest rounds of closures and constraints, the canceled charters that were supposed to take our crew home, the continued shutdown of our industry months after we thought we would have been back sailing again.


And all through those months, our company teams were working around the clock chartering airplanes, working with governments and health agencies around the world, and finding access to tests and, ultimately, vaccines. It was a never-ending logistical nightmare. We all wondered if it would ever end.


This was all playing out against a backdrop of people across the world who were dealing with life-and-death issues. Our crew members and shoreside team members were likewise impacted by the loss of loved ones in those early weeks and months.


It wasn’t until July of 2020 that all guests—and, early August, our final crew members, aside from the skeleton crew that would stay on board and keep ships functioning—were repatriated.


Once guests had all been debarked, it was time to focus on the mental and physical well-being of our crew members, many of whom would be staying aboard until their own governments would accept them back.


We had to follow draconian protocols; crew members were required to isolate from one another in staterooms by themselves. We moved them all to balcony staterooms so they could at least get fresh air outside. Meals were delivered and left by their doors. Our entertainment team put together shows for their fellow crew members virtually on Zoom. We created special menus featuring lobster and filet mignon, along with dishes based on the culinary traditions of crew members’ countries. It was the least we could do to help get them through their days while we followed CDC requirements. It was heartbreaking for us and terribly difficult for them.


I felt such relief finally getting our crew home—and, later, the best part of returning to operations into service would be seeing them together again.


Digging Deep


As I look back at how I coped during this series of professional crises, there were also moments that reminded me how our world was moving forward in some ways. We took virtual delivery of Celebrity Apex two weeks after we shut down—another industry first—whose official launch and introduction would have to be postponed for some time (it remained at its French shipyard for months).


We were still building Celebrity Beyond, part of the Celebrity Edge Series, which gave us the opportunity to remain focused on our positive future and amazing new ships and brand. This is a lesson that I’ve realized is crucial when going through the most difficult of times: Find something positive for you and your team to focus on. We had something to look forward to. We were able to continue to be creative and innovative. We were focusing on the positive while the world and our industry were still accentuating the negative.


As I tried my best to be productive amid all the chaos, I learned yet another valuable lesson: I needed to compartmentalize each part of my life. I wish I could say the business part was the toughest one to get a handle on. But it wasn’t.


“This is a lesson that I’ve realized is crucial when going through the most difficult of times: Find something positive for you and your team to focus on.”


The toughest part? My younger sister Dawn, whom I took care of from the time she was a baby, who lived with me for decades, and whom I adored (my sisters mean everything to me), was diagnosed with terminal cancer in April of 2020, one month after our shutdown. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through our business shutting down, let alone how I was going to cope with losing my sister, whom I had spent over sixty years taking care of and keeping safe.


On April 26, 2021, we did our virtual reveal (another industry and brand first) of Celebrity Beyond. I had a “starring” and live role in that reveal. This was a very important event for us. We needed to generate excitement and consumer demand and interest for this ship during the worst of times for our industry and our business. At the same time, my sister was losing her battle in another room in my home. But I had to be “on.” I had to celebrate this amazing ship and all her wonder with consumer and trade press along with our trade partners. And, we had more people and press attending this virtual reveal than we would have had if we’d conducted it in person, so it was a big deal. We had so much riding on the success of this virtual launch.


I still don’t know how I got through that moment. Somehow, I found the strength to just keep functioning, to do what I needed to do for the people I needed to do it for. My lesson during this difficult time was that being a leader is not easy and takes strength you sometimes don’t realize you have. I knew I had to function at a high level. Too many people were depending on me for too much at that moment, and I couldn’t let them down. So, I carried on and did what I had to do. And it was great.


Three days later, on April 29, 2021, we lost my sister. The worst day of my life.


In the days following the Beyond reveal, the headlines that were written about the ship were better than what we could have written ourselves. Our partnerships with Chef Daniel Boulud and Gwyneth Paltrow and Goop took center stage, and the ship was heralded as “luxury.” Many noted that they didn’t think the Edge Series could get any better, but Beyond was taking the series to the next level—“beyond” anything they could have imagined. Bookings came flooding in. By all measures, it was a resounding success.



Balance, What Balance?


At this point, I would like to talk about balance. And this is the only time I will talk about it. Countless times in interviews, women are asked how we balance our careers with our personal lives and responsibilities. This question never ceases to irritate me.


The lesson I have learned during all of my years of leadership is this: There is no balance. Our lives are constantly out of balance. We are reprioritizing constantly. And my belief is that as long as it all levels out at the end of the day, that’s the best we can hope for. One hundred percent of my focus that day had to be on the Celebrity Beyond reveal, despite the unimaginable happening in my life.


Immediately after that reveal, I retreated. I spent the last days with my sister. I grieved. I gave myself and my family 100 percent. Because that’s what I needed to do. Perfect imbalance. We have to stop apologizing and feeling guilty for that.


Throughout my almost forty-year career in the cruise industry, I never could have predicted the turmoil caused by the pandemic. It forced me to reevaluate the leadership qualities I had been developing for decades—namely, my determination, drive, and focus on achieving perfection and stellar results.


For the first six months of the crisis, I was consumed by the logistical and day-to-day challenges with getting our guests and crew members home safely. It was complicated. It was arduous. It wasn’t just our industry closing down but also the whole world.


Focus on the Future


Months later, when the daily unknowns abated, I shifted my thinking toward how to use this pandemic as an opportunity to make our brand better and stronger. This pause in our business offered a chance to step back and reimagine our brand.


I wanted to find a way to inspire my team and all of the people working at Celebrity at the time. Each day was filled with unknowns. People were afraid our business and brand wouldn’t survive. They feared for their livelihoods. I needed to do something, and fast. This was no way for any of us to feel every day until we got back into business, and I knew this was the perfect chance to implement change. I owed that to my team.


In the face of this unprecedented turmoil and crisis, I learned to dial up my inherent qualities, such as optimism, confidence, inspiration, vision, compassion, and communication, and let them take center stage and a more prominent role. And I also learned that other inherent qualities, like perfectionism, needed to take a back seat. For the time being, anyway. A valuable lesson in leadership: flex your style to fit the circumstances.


Maintaining a sense of optimism was truly a challenge for me, even though I am a pure and true optimist at heart. With what was going on in my personal life and my own concern about our business, I, too, had my doubts and fears. But I had to deal with those on my own time. I had to wake up every day and find the silver linings in the COVID-19 cloud. And there were many.
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